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Consensus: 

Brief Introductory Guide 



Whiil Is Consensus? 



Consensu* t* a procc** for group decision making. It i* a democratic method 
by which an entire group ot people can come tn in agreement ~l tie input And 
idea* u: ill participant* ire fathered and synthesized to arrive at a final 
decision acceptable tn all. Through consensus, we are not only working to 
achieve better sotunon*. but alto tn pmmotc the growth of community and 
tru*t. 



Consensus rt. Voting 



Voting i* a meant b\ which we choose one alternative rrom tcvruL 
Consensu*, on the other hand, i* a proces* of *ynihc*i£ing many diverse 
clement* together Vonng assumes that people are ahvays compcOtive and that 
agreement can only he reached through compromise, Consensu* assume* that 
people are willing to agree with each other, and that in such an atmo*phctt\ 
conflict and difference* can result in creative and intelligent decisions. Another 
important assumption made in consensu* is that the process requires 
everyone's ponicipation, in tpcaJitng and in bttcning. No ideas are lost, each 
member** input is valued as pan of the solution, and feelings arc as important 
it facts in making a decision. It is possible for one persons uraghi* or strongly 
held belief* to sway the entire group, hur participation should alwav* remain 



What Docs Consensus Mean? 

The fundamental right ot consensus i* for all people to be ahle to express 
themselves tn their own words and of their own wilt The fundamental 
responsibility of consensus is to assure other* of their right to speak and he 
heard. Since our society provides very little training in these areas, we have to 
unlearn many behavior partem* tn order to practice . - - ■ consensus process. 
Consensus doe* not mean that everyone think* that the deci*ton made is the 
most efficient way to accomplish something, or that they ant absolutely *ure it 
uilJ work. What it does mean is that in coming to that decision, no one felt 
that her or hi* postnon on the nutter wasn't considered carefully. Hopefully, 
everyone will think it is the best decision; this often happen* because, when 
consensus works properly, collecnve intelligence does come up with better 
solution* than could individual*. 

The Process of (x>n*cn*u* Agreement, at least informaJly, should be sought on 
even 1 aspect of group meetings, including the agenda, the times the group 
should lake for each item, and the proccs* the group should use to work 
through its tasks. The following is an outline of formal consensu*, the process 
a. group uses to come to agreement on a panicular course of action, lirst, the 
problem should be clearlv stated. This might take some discussion, in order fV>r 



together in the middle of the group and hash thing* out trecly tor a designated 
period of time while the group observes them The people in the middle don't 
come to anv decisions, but the fishhowk gives cven*one a chance to hear the 
debate without involving the whole group; often hidden solution* are revealed. 

"Devil 1 * Advocate** Questions 

Particularly challenging or question* ate proposed to the group. These can take 
many form*, and are best used when conversation ha.* become stagnant. 

Visual Aid* 

Visual aid* can be extremely useful (ot particularly stagnating issues. Some 
ideas include; Advantage:' disadvantage charts, visible notes, or goal/prionty 
setting note** 

Char cite 

Ln a charctte, you break down into small groups that all work on the same 
issue. If there are deep divisions in the overall group, you try to represent the 
factions tn the *mal! group*. Then each small group come* hack with a report 
or proposal, and the whole group can go through and say, Oh, we like this pan 
of Group A** proposal, and this part of Group B**, etc. I've seen this used very 
successfully tn writing up a statement of pnnctplc* ot unity, for example. It's 
helpful when you actually need to get something done. 

Process /Empowerment I 'ooli 

• Participation cuuabxcr* (pchble*, etc) 

• Acme listening in pair* 

• Suppon groups/caucusc* 
■ I 'eeling shanng 



agreement has already been reached. Lt is the responsibility ol c everyone In ihc 
group i» ktcp the discussion to a minimum if quick action is called far. If your 
point ha* already been made by someone else, don't restate ir. A calm 
approach And i clear desire n> enmr to an agreement quickly can help the 
process Don't lei anxiety overwhelm your tniM in each other or your purpose 
tn the Action. Strong objections should be limited to marten or principle. 

1 uols for Consensus flf nif H 

Check-ins 

Usually used lor introductions, bur besides names people can tell the group 
hew they're tr cling (anxious. silly, urcd), or what they* expect from the meeting 
(certain decisions, certain length). A group might adjust their agenda according 
to the emotional state or practical needs revealed hy ihc group during check in. 



Co- rounds 



Kach person is given a certain amount of tune to speak on a particular subject, 
without having* to comment on other contributions, or defend their own. Go- 
round* should be used at the beginning of discussion on an issue* if only a few 
people art doing the talking, or if the group seems stuck for good solutions. 

Brainstorms 

Brainstorms are a short time during which people can call out suggestions, 
concerns, or ideas randomly, sometime* without being called on. Helps to get 
out a lot of ideas fast, snmulates creative thinking. It's not a time for discussion 
or dialogue. Someone can write down brainstorm ideas on a large sheet of 
paper so everyone can see and remember them. 

Breaking up into small group* 

Depending on the size of the original group, this could he trom three In a 
whole affinity group. A small gniup gets a chance to talk things over for a 
specified amount of time bctore reporting buck to the large group. This gives 
people a chance to really listen to each other and express themselves, and is 
vert* useful when a group seems unable m come to consensus. In a spokes 
council mccring. breaking up into affinity groups to discuss issues or m make 
specific decisions is often necessary. 



£ ishbowl 



In a large group, or a small group which seems hopelessly divided, a 
tishbowt helps to make clear what things are at stake in particular positions. A 
lew people, particularly those who feel strongest about an issue, sit down 



the group to tdennty what needs to be solved. I lien discussion should take 
place about the problem, so the gniup can start working towards a proposal. 
The biggest mistake people make tn consensus is to offer proposals too soon, 
bctore the group has had time to fully discuss the issue. Tools a group can use 
during this preliminary period of discussion include brainstorms, go rounds, 
and breaking up into small groups. When it is apparent that me group is 
beginning to go over the same ground* a proposal can be nude which attempts 
to synthesize all the feelings and insights expressed. The pmposal should be 
clearly stared* Then discussion is held on the pmposal. in which it is amended 
or modified. During this discussion period, it is important to articulate 
differences clearly. Li is the responsihibry of those who are having trouble with 
a proposal to put forth alternative suggestions. When the proposal is 
understood hv everyone, and there arc no new changes asked for, someone 
(usually the facilitator) can ask if there arc any objections or reservations to the 
proposal. It helps to have a moment of silence hen:, so that no-one fee J* 
coerced into agteetng. Lf there are no objections, the group *s asked "Do we 
have consensus?" All members of the group should then actively and visibly 
signal their agreement, paving at ten mm to each member of the gniup. After 
consensus is reached, the decision should be clearly restated, as a check that 
everyone is clear on what has been decided. Bctore moving away from the 
suhjcct k the group should be clear who is taking on the responsibility for 
implementing the decision. 

Difficulties in K caching Consensus 

If enough discussion has occurred, and everyone has esiuallv participated, there 
should not be a group decision which cannot be supported by everyone. But 
depending on the importance of the decisictn, the external conditions, .md how 
the process has gone, the group might be on the verge of reaching a decision 
you cannot suppon. Here is one way of expressing your obfections: 

• \on support: "I don't seethe need for this, but IU go along with the 



• Ke serrations; *L think this may be a mistake, but 1 can live with it." 

• Standing Aside: "I personally can't do this, but J won't stop others 
tram doing it." 

Blocking: *l cannot support this or allow the group to support this. Jt is 
immoral." Lf a final decision violates someone's moral values, they are 
obligated to block consensus. A decision hy an affinity gniup spokes council 
can only be Mocked by an entire affinity group, not by an individual. Blocks 
will rarely occur if the gniup has tully discussed a pmposal. 



• \\ undrawing from the group. ( il.vn tush . if many people express 
non support or :^wuijhh\ tic leave the group temporarily through 
standing aside, there may nor be a viable decision even li nn-r>nc 
directly block* ir. This- is what a* known as a "lukewarm" ctmscnms 
and is just a* desirable as a lukewarm Kith nr a lukewarm beer. It 
consensus is Mocked and no new con*cn*u* & reached, the group 
tiays with whatever the pro >.-ui decision was on the subject, or due* 
nothing if thai t* applicable. Mjjor philosophical or moral question* 
that crime up with each affinity group should be worked through a* 
mom a* the group forms, Discussion* about values and goals are a* 
important at discussions about action* to he taken* and too 
frequently pet pushed aside by group* who reel time pressures. 

Hole* in Consensus Process 

In large gmups, it it helpful ro designate role* for people to help the process 
move Ii is tmponant to rotate these rcspomabilirics for each meeting so 

that skills and power can be shared. Ideally, such responsibilities should belong 
to everyone, and not |u*t the detonated person. 



The facilitator's job is to help the group move through the agreed -upon 
agenda, and to make sun: everyone gets a chance to speak bv calling on them 
in order facilitator* should see that speaking opportunities are evenly 
distributed; that quiet people get a chance to speak and people who talk too 
much are oven a chance to hstetv The facilitator should observe when the 
djicusston seems to be ncanng the pocnr when a proposal could be made. S/he 
can then call for a proposal or offer one to the group, and alter more 
discussion it necessary, s/he can then guide the group through the check for 
consensus as outlined above. Vacilirator* should not use their position as a 
plattorm fmm which to offer solutions; solutions should arise from the group, 
and mi-onc should tartliratc if they find they have strong opinion* on a given 
issue. A faalirator can always hand over her or his responsibilities tcmpocanJy 
if s/he leels it necessary to step down. The group should not rcJv upon the 
facilitator to solve process problems, bur should be ready to help wuh 
*uggcstion* on how to pmcccd. Some larger groups may have a separate 
position of "stacker/* hut in smaller gmups this role is visually given to the 
tacibtator. 

Vibcswatchcr 

Vibeswatchers are useful in large gmups where people don't know each other* 
and tbctr fob is to he attuned to the emotional state of the group. Is the group 
tense, or bored, or mo silly ? The vtbeswatcher might suggest a game, or more 
light, or open windows, or a group hug. Sometimes simply calling attention to 
an emotional undercurrent that ma)' be atfccnng group process is helpful. 



Vibeswatchers should aJ*o call the group's attention to a person whose anger 
or fear is being ignored, or to people who nuy be involved in a dialogue that 
has its causes outside of the group's acuvinc*. Vibeswatchers aJso should 
assume the mle of "jtitckccpcr,* taking care of any external disturbance tor the 



Timekeeper 



A timekeeper keeps the group on ttark by giving the group a warning halfway 
through that discussion time is running out and by asking the group if it wants 
to contract tor more time on a gpven issue. Timekeepers should ask if people 
want to set specific time limits on brainstorms or time alkrtmcnts to each 
speaker on gr»- rounds. Before speaking rhcmscJvcs, timekeepers should he sure 
that someone else ts timekeeping for that period. 



Note-laker 

A note-taker tries to clearly record key points ot di*cu**ions, the consensus 
decisions reached hy the group, things that were left to be decided later, and 
who has taken on responsibilities lor particular tasks. The group {or the 
facilitator for the next meeting) should he able to use the note* to construct 
the agenda for the next meeting A note-taker can also be helpful during the 
meeting to remind the group of key points covered in discussion if the group 
is having tmublc formulating a proposal. 

It's important to emphasize that every member ot the group should try to 
facilitate, vibeswatch, rime-keep, and nore-take. Sharing the rcsponsibilirv 
ensures rhar power is distributed ecjuallv wtrhin the group and makes 
consensus easier on everyone. 

Decision-making During Actions 

It is clear that consensus is a time consuming actmfy. It ts therefore important 
for alttntry gmups to make their fundamental decisions prior to going rn an 
acnon. Diicuss in advance such questions as: What do we do it taced with a 
provocateur in our gmup or a ncatbv group' How Jong do we want to stay on 
titcf How* do we respond to pobce strategies designed to keep us away from 
the site? It helps for an affinity group to define tor itself its particular goals, or 
tone. Such general dcrtnirioris as *<>ur group will always go where numbers are 
most needed," or *Wc want to be where we will get media coverage/ 1 or *\\e 
want to leaflet workers inside the site," will help a group make decisions under 
stressful and changing circumstances. Be prepared for unexpected 
circumstances by selecting a spokesperson and a facihtator tor your group :or 
ujuick decision making process during rhc action. It will be the spokesperson's 
responsibility to commumcare the group's decisions to the action or cluster 
spokes council. It is the facilitator's responsibility to quickly and succinctly 
articulate the problem ro be discussed and ro eliminate rhosc points where 



